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THE NAACP NOBODY
KNOWS
Rick Vale//y
Swarthmore College

Why do the stakeholders in the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP) participate in it in the ways that they do---and
with what intended and unintended consequences within and beyond the
organization itself? One would think that by now we would know the
answers because there would have been a good political science study of the
NAACP. It is, after all, almost a century old, plenty of time to arouse
curiosity. Its centennial is just two years away from the time of this essay's
composition. Also, it is one of the few truly federated national organizations
with state and local chapters. Unlike many national organizations it is not
based in Washington, DC-instead, its headquarters are in Baltimore. In
that respect it is well suited for testing Theda Skocpol's claims about the
cross-class, civic educational, and policy-implementing roles of federated
organizations such as the American Legion and the black fraternal organ
izations (think here of the Prince Hall Masons) about which she and her
co-authors have written recently.
Political science is a discipline that has long focused on formal and
informal organizational life and behavior. Recognizing that robustly organ
ized groups mobilize and convey political influence, political scientists
have enjoyed puzzling over who organizes, why, and how-and who doesn't
organize, why, and how. Simply by being there-and having talented
lobbyists such as Clarence Mitchell with access to President Lyndon Baines
Johnson and Senate leaders-the NAACP had productive influence.
Then, too, political scientists have had little trouble accepting Mancur
Olson's elegant formulation of the collective action problem. Participation
is a complex mix of costs and benefits for one thing. Who can afford the
different mixes will say much about the extent to which Schattschneider's
famous quip about the group system-that the "heavenly chorus sings with
an upper class accent"-holds true. Simply by overcoming the collective
action problem and surviving the NAACP long subverted the notion that
only the powerful organize.
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So, to repeat, it is something of a puzzle that there is no study of the
NAACP. So far as I know there is not even a journal article by a political
scientist that treats the NAACP.
Some of the problem may be the NAACP's apparent-but only apparent
-stodginess. We now know from Aldon Morris's work on the localized
nature of the civil rights movements that the protest organizations which
captured the imagination of so many political scientists were actually spin
offs from NAACP chapters. But many persist in believing that "the
movement" scooped the NAACP because, the story goes, it had been
unconscionably incrementalist and timid.
Part of the lack of attention too is that there have been few incentives
for a study of the NAACP. Instead there has been a welcome interest in the
alternative of developing large-N and rigorously behavioral studies.
Political scientists have turned with increasing sophistication and subtlety
to nonelectoral participation and its arresting biases. Think of the path
breaking collaboration to study "voice and equality" among Henry Brady,
Nancy Burns, Kay Schlozman, and Sidney Verba-or the work by Jeffrey
Berry, Kay Schlozman and John Tierney, and Jack Walker on the dense
interest-group universe that has emerged in Washington in the last 50
years. To put it another way, if anyone thought about studying the NAACP
they may have worried that they would end up without a job and an
unpublished, thick-descriptive bag of observations.
But on reflection it is easy to see that the NAACP is itself a large-N
universe all its own. The number and vigor of its many national, state, and
local parts have waxed and waned in ways that we know only in bare
outline. What are the actual patterns? And what explains them? In
pointing out these obvious questions I have returned full circle to where I
began-and reiterated the puzzle and challenge that the lack of attention
to the NAACP poses for the profession.
It won't be easy-and it will probably require a team. Also there isn't
much of a nonsocial science literature on the NAACP. There are memoir
istic accounts, there are biographies of NAACP leaders, there are histories
of key periods in the NAACP's existence, including a magnificent recent
study, The Ticket to Freedom, by the German historian Manfred Berg. Also,
there is a fine study by the legal scholar, Mark Tushnet, of the Legal Defense
Fund's school desegregation campaign. But that's about it.
On the other hand, if you are looking for a model there is Maryann
Barakso's sprightly and highly informative case study of an organization
some people consider similar to the NAACP, Governing NOW. And, I have
a dataset of NAACP membership figures for Southern states for the 1940s
and 1950s collected from the (nonmicrofilmed) NAACP Papers at the
Library of Congress.
To paraphrase Henny Youngman, take my dataset, please.

160

THE NAACP NOBODY KNOWS

Of possible related interest: Chapters 86, 87, 88, 98.

Suggested additional reading
Skocpol, Theda. Diminished Democracy: From Membership lo Management in
American Civic Life. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003.
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